Objective: To evaluate the usefulness of a computerized 24 h diet recall programme (EPIC-SOFT) for pan-European dietary surveys. Methods: The perspectives of using EPIC-SOFT in study contexts other than EPIC were evaluated. In order to estimate the usefulness of existing EPIC-SOFT material for developing new versions for non-EPIC countries, a comparison of food and recipe lists and portion pictures between a country participating in EPIC (Sweden, n ¼ 2311 foods, 140 photo series) and a non-EPIC country (Finland, FINDIET 1997 Study, n ¼ 1373 foods, 126 photo series) was performed. Results: Despite certain limitations, the EPIC-SOFT programme is a promising tool for pan-European Dietary Surveys. About 12 -17 man-months would be needed to develop a new version for a non-EPIC country, depending on the extra work required. A 95% coverage of food and mixed recipes was found between the EPIC-Sweden and FINDIET 1997 databases. Of the pictures in the Finnish portion size book, 62% had an equivalent in the EPIC-SOFT picture book, but the range and size of photo series was larger in the latter than in the former, especially for vegetables. A tendency was observed that, if the central serving in a given picture book was larger, the consumers in that country also reported a larger mean portion. Conclusions: This report shows that the EPIC-SOFT programme is already available for use in 11 European countries and could be extended easily to other countries if resources are made available. However, further developments are required to obtain standardized nutrient estimates and make the maintenance of the EPIC-SOFT databases independent from the EPIC logistics. The available EPIC-SOFT material would be useful for developing new versions for countries of similar food culture.
Introduction
There is growing interest in the harmonization of monitoring and surveillance systems to evaluate and assess among other things the impact of health programmes at the EU level, in addition to existing national health initiatives (Asvall et al, 1986; Stockley, 2001) . The main purpose is to inform the different actors in health policy regularly about the status of diet, lifestyle and related chronic diseases prevalent in Western European countries, and to define concerted practical guidelines and strategies to prevent disease and promote health at the European and national levels.
Eurodiet (Nutrition and Diet for Healthy Lifestyles in Europe), for example, was set up with the aim of establishing a network for the development of European guidelines for more targeted national action strategies (Kafatos & Codrington, 1999; Eurodiet Core Report, 2001) . So far these guidelines have been established using existing sources such as agricultural supply and utilization data (Food Balance Sheets, FBS), Household Budget Surveys (HBS), national monitoring surveys (NMS) conducted on representative population samples, or results from the scientific literature. Although all provide useful information, these data either do not provide reliable estimates at the individual level (FBS and HBS), which are essential for identifying groups at risk and studying the diet -disease relationship, or they use different methodologies (NMS) which compromise the comparability and interpretation of dietary measurements obtained from different study populations (Serra-Majem, 2001 ). In the European context, such statements were recently confirmed by the project 'European Food Consumption Survey Method' (EFCOSUM) undertaken within the framework of the EU Programme on Health Monitoring. The main purpose of this project is to evaluate the comparability of existing national food consumption data and propose a new study design for conducting food consumption surveys in the countries of the European Union in a comparable manner (Brussaard et al, 2002) . Although there was a general consensus on the advisability of setting up a pan European survey , the lack of standardization of the dietary assessment methods used across the national surveys remains the major methodological drawback for carrying out such studies in practice (Verger et al, 2002) . The EFCOSUM consensus was, however, that the reference dietary method across countries should be repeated 24 h diet recall (24-HDR) measurements. The EFCOSUM group therefore considered the possibility of using an already existing computerized 24 h diet recall programme (EPIC-SOFT) developed in another study context for standardizing dietary measurements across the 10 European countries participating in the European Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition (EPIC). EPIC is a network of prospective cohort studies involving 23 European centres in France, Italy, Spain, UK, Germany, The Netherlands, Greece, Sweden, Denmark and Norway with a total cohort of about 500 000 subjects. The aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between nutrition and various lifestyle factors and the etiology of cancer and other chronic diseases (Riboli & Kaaks, 1997) . Country-specific dietary questionnaires were used to collect usual individual dietary intakes from the entire cohort. In addition, 36 900 subjects from the EPIC cohorts were interviewed using a single highly standardized computerized 24 h diet recall programme (EPIC-SOFT) in order to have a common reference calibration method Kaaks et al, 1994) . This paper describes the perspectives of using EPIC-SOFT in study contexts other than EPIC, such as monitoring surveys, as well as its advantages and limitations and the further work needed to adapt it to countries not initially involved in EPIC. In addition, a comparison of food and recipe lists and portion pictures between a country participating in EPIC (Sweden) and a non-participating country (Finland) will be used as an example to estimate the usefulness of the existing EPIC-SOFT material as a basis for possibly developing a new version of the programme for other non-EPIC countries.
Principal characteristics of the EPIC-SOFT programme EPIC-SOFT was developed to collect interactive dietary interviews following a strictly standardized procedure to prevent and minimize systematic and random error measurements within and between the EPIC centres. The concept of standardization and the structure of the EPIC-SOFT programme are described in detail elsewhere (Slimani et al , 2000a , and only the characteristics important for justifying its potential interest as a common reference method in other nutritional study contexts will be reported in this paper.
Information on all the foods and beverages consumed during the recall day is collected, entered, and coded automatically according to common rules One of the principal problems of standardizing a 24 h diet recall method lies in its open-ended nature. It is not known beforehand what the subject will report, and the interviewer needs to know all the rules for identifying correctly, describing, quantifying and checking the thousands of foods or recipes that may be reported, particularly if the classical method using a blank sheet of paper is used as the support during the interview (Callmer et al, 1986) . This problem is maximized in large studies such as EPIC, and possibly EFCO-SUM, due to the size and heterogeneity of the study populations and the number of interviewers to be recruited. In EPIC, for example, 90 interviewers collected data from 36 900 subjects in the 23 study centres. It was decided therefore that a computerized interview programme would be the best means of automizing standardization rules and controlling for sources of error attributable to the respondent, the interviewer and other aspects of the interview procedure (Buzzard, 1998; Slimani et al, 2000a) . In order to control for these different sources of error, two separate lists containing respectively about 1500 -2200 foods and 150 -350 standard mixed recipes most frequently consumed in the different EPIC countries were pre-entered into EPIC-SOFT. During the interview, the interviewers are guided by windows with automatic prompts on the screen on how to recall, automatically search, describe, quantify and check each reported food or mixed recipe selected from the predefined lists. The level of description across countries is, for example, standardized by means of automatic prompts on the screen with the same series of questions (called 'facets') and their pre-entered possible answers (socalled 'descriptors'), whatever the countries (Slimani et al, 2000a) .
User-friendly and convenient software for use in large populations of different linguistic, socio-cultural, ethnic and geographical origins Although the food and recipe lists and their related information are specific to each country, the EPIC-SOFT structure and interface are strictly the same across versions. Only the screens are translated into local languages. In addition, the general structure of EPIC-SOFT was designed to guide and control the interviewer by standardizing across countries the pathways to be followed during the 24 h diet recall interview.
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Standardization of the final mode of expression of food quantities During dietary interviews, foods may be reported as finally consumed or in a form that needs further processing to express them as they were actually consumed (ie without waste and=or cooked). Ingredients of recipes, for example, are in most cases reported as raw and with waste. If not properly controlled, this may introduce random or systematic errors in dietary estimates that may vary in nature and magnitude according, for example, to the relative proportion of mixed recipes reported. In EPIC-SOFT, whatever way the food=recipe is quantified during the interview, the system automatically converts the food quantities 'as reported' to 'as finally consumed', using common algorithms and standard food-specific coefficients (eg raw-to-cooked, density or edible part coefficients) which can easily be updated. Within a given food group, all food items are thus always expressed according to the same basis.
Systematic quality controls are performed throughout the interview procedure The objective of data quality controls is to prevent and identify errors during the interview or in the subsequent data processing steps, and to check that the procedure used to collect and handle the dietary data is well standardized between interviewers. A computerized 24-HDR interview programme offers the technical possibility of implementing a large series of systematic quality controls to check the information reported or generated during the interview and limit a posteriori arbitrary decisions on outlier values or unlikely food data. The EPIC-SOFT system checks systematically for all information reported by the subject and entered by the interviewer so that possible errors and suspicious answers, missing information and outlier values, can be detected and clarified during the interview. The errors (or out-of-range values) detected are automatically prompted on the screen and can be checked immediately. The remaining errors or incomplete information (eg missing food, recipe or quantification method) are automatically stored in a text file specific to the interview, which serves as a communication file between the interviewer and her=his supervisors to correct=update them afterwards.
Standardized procedures for maintaining the EPIC-SOFT databases
The problem of database maintenance is commonly reported for nutrient databases (McPherson, 1998; Schlotke et al, 2000) . However, this is also an important issue for openended dietary methods such as 24 h diet recalls or food records. In contrast to closed food frequency questionnaires, the list of food items reported through these dietary methods is theoretically unlimited due to the large and increasing number of foodstuffs available on the market and the heterogeneity of dietary habits existing across study populations. The maintenance of food databases becomes even trickier when a high level of standardization is sought within and between reference versions over time, as is the case with EPIC-SOFT. In order to maintain maximum control and standardization of the EPIC-SOFT databases and to facilitate updating, it was decided, in the EPIC context, that only one version would be available per country and that any modifications to the EPIC-SOFT files would be centralized at the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC). In addition, various semi-automatic tools and guidelines were developed at IARC to ensure that the maintenance procedures using information provided by the local centres were highly standardized.
Standardization and easy storage, retrieval and export of completed and comparable dietary data The information entered in EPIC-SOFT corresponds to that reported on a blank sheet of paper during a traditional faceto-face interview. All these data are stored, retrievable and exportable according to a format common across EPIC-SOFT versions, which facilitates the storage, exchange and pooled analyses of 24 h diet recall data. In addition, all food items are classified according to a (sub-) group classification system comparable across countries (the so-called EPIC-SOFT classification system). Other EPIC-SOFT related software programmes were developed to recalculate automatically the individual food (or nutrient) intakes collected with the 24 h diet recalls according to the latest modifications made to the standard EPIC-SOFT files (eg standard food unit, edible, density, raw-to-cooked standard coefficient files). This programme also checks for incompleteness in the 24 h diet recalls by indicating precisely the missing items (eg missing food or recipe, missing coefficient, missing food portion). The data available for (pooled) analyses are therefore always checked for completeness and provided according to a common format and classification system and the most upto-date EPIC-SOFT database version.
Further advantages of using EPIC-SOFT in another study context
The concept of standardization already exists EPIC-SOFT is based on a new concept of standardization of the 24-HDR interview procedure at the international level. It took about 3 y and more than 20 person-years to develop the theoretical concept of standardization, the software programme and the EPIC-SOFT versions for the seven countries initially involved in EPIC. Three further versions were developed afterwards for Sweden, Denmark and Norway when they joined EPIC. Although some further improvements may be made to the EPIC-SOFT programme, and additional modules are necessary to ensure the computerized maintenance of its databases, the work already done can serve other purposes and can easily be applied to other study contexts.
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One of the main characteristics of this concept is that the food and recipe lists are classified in food (sub-) groups common among the national EPIC-SOFT versions which constitute the backbone of the entire concept of the standardization of the software. The rules for setting up the food and recipe lists, describing, quantitying and checking them are defined according to the (sub-) group to which the common classification food or recipe belongs. These standardization rules are stored in the socalled 'common files', whereas the 'specific files' (food and recipe lists, and related files such as quantification and standard coefficient files etc) ensure that the system has the necessary flexibility to capture the dietary information specific to each country (Figure 1 ).
Computerized versions already exist for several European countries
Ten versions of the EPIC-SOFT programme already exist in France, Italy, Spain, Germany, The Netherlands, Greece, UK, Sweden, Denmark, and more recently Norway. A further version (in French only) exists for Switzerland, which does not participate in EPIC. These versions are immediately usable in adult populations, whatever the purpose of the nutritional surveys. EPIC-SOFT and its different versions have already been used in different cultural settings to collect 36 900 24-HDRs. Overall we observed no major problems when it was used by the 90 interviewers involved in the 23 EPIC centres. Further improvements could, however, be made, particularly to the data maintenance procedures.
Flexible system and easily extendable to the development of new country-specific version Due to the intrinsically flexible structure of EPIC-SOFT it is possible to make changes easily to the common rules applied to standardize the overall procedure of the 24-HDR interview, and to develop further national versions (eg add new pictures, change standard coefficients).
In EPIC, we have experience of the development of further versions for three Nordic countries (ie Sweden, Denmark and Norway) that joined the project when the EPIC-SOFT programme was already developed. These countries benefited from already existing versions and more advanced methodology (eg the EPIC-SOFT programmes and guidelines were fully developed and tested), which allowed them to complete the preparation of the new EPIC-SOFT version more quickly than the other EPIC countries. It took about 12 -14 man-months to develop each national EPIC-SOFT version. One further month was needed in Sweden to prepare extra food pictures for use in the three Nordic countries. About two additional months were needed for the coordinating centre to take the pictures, using the material and information prepared by the local centres, and up-date the common EPIC-SOFT files. The time and cost of additional EPIC-SOFT versions can, however, vary according to the specific or further developments required (eg new pictures needed, national language support such as Greek=Cyrillic characters).
Short interview duration
The interview duration is quite comparable across countries. On average the 24-HDR interviews lasted 31.1 AE 13.3 min, Figure 1 General concept of standardization of the EPIC-SOFT program.
Using EPIC-SOFT N Slimani and L Valsta and ranged from 27 AE 11 to 39 AE 20 min. This time is compatible with the cost and logistic constraints of large nutritional studies , but it does not include the time required to update incomplete interviews. This varies according to the amount and nature of the information missing and the completeness of the initial food and recipe databases implemented in the EPIC-SOFT versions.
Standardization and reliability of EPIC-SOFT 24-HDR measurements Preliminary results based on an analysis of variance among the 90 interviewers involved in the study (Slimani et al, 2000a) , show that the percentage of interviewers with a mean energy intake within AE 5 or AE 10% of the country mean energy intake represents, respectively, 71 and 98% for men and 74 and 94% for women. The difference never exceeds 5% when centre and country mean energy intakes are compared, even though no extreme energy intake values were excluded from the analysis. However, an interviewer effect was observed in certain centres. In addition, other unpublished results suggest a strong gender effect on underreporting energy intakes, although this is unlikely to be attributable (only) to a methodological problem. Further evaluations on the reliability of the dietary intakes obtained with EPIC-SOFT using urinary markers (eg nitrogen) as reference measurements will be available soon.
Current development of a European nutrient database (ENDB) compatible with the EPIC-SOFT programme Despite improvements in the comparability of food composition tables (FCTs) in recent years, promoted by national and international initiatives (institutes in charge of national food composition tables, INFOODS, EUROFOODS-ENFANT=COST-ACTION99), there are still considerable differences between national food composition tables .
In the absence of a reference European food composition table, it was decided to use national food composition tables in EPIC-SOFT and restrict them only to total energy and macro-nutrients. A new project, the European Nutrient Database (ENDB) was therefore initiated by IARC with the participation of institutes in charge of compiling national food composition databases in the countries involved in EPIC, and other international studies such as MONICA and EURALIM were recently set up. The main objective is to develop standardized nutrient databases to be used for pooled analyses at the European level . One of the main features of the new concept of standardization is to build up de novo nutrient databases, using the already standardized food lists collected with EPIC-SOFT as the vertical food list entry of these matrixes (Slimani et al, 2000b) . The main advantage of this approach is to overcome the large heterogeneity in the food lists observed across current national food composition tables (ie number of items, level of detail), considered as one of the principal causes of lack of comparability across European FCTs. It is therefore expected that these standardized nutrient databases will be implemented in the near future in the EPIC-SOFT country-specific versions and will provide standardized nutrient estimates, as for foods. Although complex, this process should be facilitated by the fact that the concept of standardization relies on data collected with the EPIC-SOFT programme. In addition, it is planned that this project will progressively be extended to other European countries.
Current limitations=disadvantages
The existing EPIC-SOFT versions could be used immediately in adult populations in France, Italy, Spain, Germany, The Netherlands, Greece, UK, Sweden, Denmark, Norway (and French-speaking Switzerland). Most of the current limitations of using the EPIC-SOFT programmes are due to database maintenance problems, the lack of EPIC-SOFT versions for EU countries outside EPIC, and the need to adapt it further to other population groups (eg children, adolescents) and improve it for the convenience of future users. A clear definition of the requirements of the different potential users is, however, needed in order to make objective estimates of the cost and time needed.
Maintenance of the EPIC-SOFT databases
One of the current difficulties of using EPIC-SOFT outside the EPIC context is related to the problem of database maintenance. EPIC-SOFT is a complex software programme containing 58 files. The 'Common files' (Figure 1) , constituting the backbone of the standardization, can only be updated= changed by a coordinating centre in charge of maintaining the consistency and standardization of the concept. The country-specific files (eg food and recipe lists and related files) can more easily be updated locally but always under strict control of the coordinating centre. So far, various tools and guidelines have been developed at IARC to ensure inhouse standardization and maintenance of the EPIC-SOFT concept and databases. However, further resources are needed to develop programmes to automate these procedures entirely.
The preparation of new national EPIC-SOFT versions needs to be centralized All the guidelines and programmes needed to check and link the 58 common and country-specific files, and implement them in the EPIC-SOFT software exist already but are, for the time being, centralized at IARC under the supervision of IARC staff. The centralization of the preparation and maintenance of EPIC-SOFT concept and databases in contexts other than EPIC is a major issue to be addressed in future.
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Limited number and non-standardized nutrients in the current EPIC-SOFT version As mentioned before, the current EPIC-SOFT versions contain non-standardized national food composition databases, restricted to total energy and macronutrients. These temporary and country-specific nutrient databases are used only to identify and correct gross possible under-or over-estimation during the interview. It is, however, planned to implement the standardized nutrient databases as soon as available from the ENDB project and use these data for any analysis on diet -disease relationships.
Developed for use among adult populations only EPIC-SOFT was developed for the adult European populations involved in EPIC. Food and recipe lists, dietary habits and interview techniques specific to other population groups (eg children, teenagers, different ethnic groups) are therefore not currently available. Within the EFCOSUM project it was decided to focus first only on adult populations and children over 10 y old, who have been shown to be capable of recalling alone their diet over the last 24 h (Ovesen & Boeing, 2002) . Further investments and expertise would however be needed to check=adapt the EPIC-SOFT databases to children.
EPIC-SOFT is not compatible with Microsoft
1 Windows NT 1 EPIC-SOFT is a programme written with Clipper language on MS-DOS. The minimum hardware requirements to run it are: PC with Windows version 3.11 or MS-DOS version 3.x; 386 processor; 2 MB in RAM memory; and 5 MB available on the hard disk. Although this language of development and the minimum requirements may seem out-of-date, it is efficient enough to collect and process the data from the 24 h recalls. The main disadvantage of EPIC-SOFT is that it cannot run on Windows NT because of a problem of compatibility between the use of the protection key and Windows NT, which is now the most widespread operating system. We could therefore consider improving EPIC-SOFT to make it compatible with Windows NT but we should also assess whether this is really necessary, knowing that EPIC-SOFT runs perfectly on Windows 98.
Comparison of the Swedish EPIC-SOFT and the national Finnish food lists and picture books
The preparation of a new EPIC-SOFT version follows a strict stepwise approach. First the rules (summarized in the common files) must be verified to ensure that they cover the needs of the new country, then the food and recipe lists and their corresponding files must be completed according to the common criteria. Guidelines, additional software (eg EPIC-SOFT Recipe Manager) and already existing EPIC-SOFT country-versions are different supports available to facilitate the preparation of these files in a standardized way. Using Finland as a practical example, we wanted to evaluate the usefulness and extra effort needed to develop a version of EPIC-SOFT for a non-EPIC country using the version of a neighbouring country (Sweden) as background material.
These comparisons were based on the assumption that the food consumption patterns in these two neighbouring Nordic countries were very similar, as confirmed by the food consumption statistics data (Anonymous, 2001; W. Becker, 2001, personal communication) and a food consumption survey, where diets of Finnish twins (one living in Sweden and one in Finland) have been studied using the same dietary and food quantification methods (Hakala et al, unpublished data) .
In this exercise, we restricted the comparison to two major aspects of the standardization of 24 h diet recall measurements: the food and recipe lists and the quantification methods. For this purpose, the main differences between food lists and picture books (portion size estimation) available in EPIC-SOFT-Sweden and in the National FINDIET 1997 Study (FINDIET Study Group, 1998) were compared. These two studies (EPIC-Sweden and the FINDIET 1997 Study) enabled additional comparisons to be made between the mean reported portion sizes of foods when two different picture books with different serving sizes, number of servings depicted and range of servings are used. Furthermore, this comparison allowed evaluation of whether the tendency to report the weight of the central image (Nelson & Haraldsdó ttir, 1998) or average serving of a number of images shown in the series of pictures could be seen with different picture books, and whether the use of only one picture book to produce comparable data in multinational dietary surveys would be crucial. In Finland, a computerized 24-HDR interview method had been developed for a previous national dietary survey, the FINDIET 1997 Study (FINDIET Study Group, 1998) . Both interview methods also apply a picture book to estimate portion sizes (Haapa et al, 1985; Pietinen et al, 1988; van Kappel et al, 1994) .
Materials
For this comparison, food lists from EPIC-SOFT-Sweden (n ¼ 2311, about 2000 foods and 300 mixed recipes) and the foods of the National Dietary Survey of Finland, FINDIET 1997 Study (n ¼ 1373, about 600 foods and 750 mixed recipes), as well as the EPIC-SOFT picture book (140 pictures) and the Finnish picture book (126 pictures) used in the FINDIET 1997 Study, were used. The EPIC-SOFT picture book is common across countries, and the choice of the range of portion sizes depicted on photos is based on data from previous 24 h recalls collected during the pilot phase of EPIC and other national data (van Kappel et al, 1994) . In the case of the Finnish picture book, portion sizes were determined from available data on the portion size of Finnish Foods (Leino, 1984; Pietinen et al, 1988) . Both methods give the subject the possibility to select his=her portion in more Using EPIC-SOFT N Slimani and L Valsta than one helping (in EPIC the maximum is two helpings) or as a fraction of one of the portions presented.
Methods
The differences between the two food lists were evaluated by comparing the total number of foods reported and estimating the proportion of foods most frequently used in the FINDIET 1997 Study and actually reported in the EPIC-SOFT-Sweden version. In order to make the two food lists comparable, the Swedish food list was roughly classified using the food grouping of the European Food Classification System , already applied on the foods in the FINDIET 1997 Study. Some typical foods used in the Finnish diet were checked separately (eg casseroles, rye products, berries, berry pies) to evaluate the coverage of the EPIC-Sweden food list.
As for food lists, the proportion of coverage in serving sizes was estimated by comparing the type and number of pictures reported in both the Finnish and the EPIC-SOFT picture books. The pictures needed for the Finnish population but not reported in the EPIC-SOFT picture book ('missing pictures') were also listed. The sizes of servings depicted (smallest, central or average of two central images and largest) were also compared, when available in both picture books. From selected food examples, the average portions used by the consumers of those foods in the two studies, EPIC-Sweden (Slimani, unpublished material) and the FIN-DIET-1997 Study (FINDIET Study Group, unpublished material) were calculated using the portion consumption data of the two studies.
Results and discussion
About 95% of the items in the EPIC-SOFT food and mixed recipe lists could be recognized as being consumed in Finland. However, the high number of brand names that are not sold in Finland made it hard to distinguish accurately about 10% of the foods. EPIC-SOFT Sweden has over 50% more foods than the database of the National FINDIET 1997 Study. The coverage of most food groups is very good (Figure 2) . The main reason for the larger number of food items in EPIC-SOFT is that it includes brand and product names in some food group categories. The number of items in certain food groups of the Swedish EPIC-SOFT database therefore frequently exceeds the needs of Finland. Most of these (sub-) groups concern commercial or highly processed foods. Also other food groups such as cakes, pies, pastries and puddings show an abundant variety of products. Foods reported in the Finnish database are more often based on average= aggregated foods, eg for cheeses and fats on percentage of fat, type of cheese etc. EPIC-SOFT-Sweden includes about 200 cheeses, whereas the Finnish database has about 40 items. In contrast, only two margarine items were found in the EPIC-SOFT food list, while in the Finnish database there were about 50 items for margarine and lipids of mixed origin. This discrepancy is due to the fact that only non-specified margarines are reported in the Swedish food lists, and brand names are asked as a further question (ie as an openended facet) during the interview procedure.
Codes for soft=fresh rye bread, which are very important in Finland, were not found in the EPIC-SOFT-Sweden food list, although different types of crisp bread (dry rye bread) were well represented. Some fish species (eg baltic herring and vendace) and foods based on those fish, which are much consumed in Finland, were not found in the EPIC database. On the other hand berries and berry-based desserts were well covered in the EPIC-SOFT-Sweden food list.
For 78 out of 126 pictures (62%) in the Finnish portion size book there was an equivalent in the EPIC-SOFT picture book. The missing pictures were mainly liquid foods (milk, yogurt, coffee, tea, cream in coffee, alcoholic beverages), breads, porridge and milk=fat used with the porridge, ovenbaked casseroles, chicken dishes, blood pancakes=pudding, porridge=quark type of desserts and different fruits, local bakery products and sweets=chocolate. This is mainly due to the fact that, in EPIC-SOFT, most of these foods are estimated by means of other quantification methods such as household measurements depicted in a separate set of pictures (eg beverages), shapes (eg bread) and standard (commercial) units used for quantifying cakes, sweeteners, yogurts and fruits. Comparison of the number, type and sizes of household measures (ie plates, glasses, cups and spoons) used in the two studies showed them to be very similar. The missing mixed recipes are probably not commonly consumed in Sweden, and further photos may have to be added specifically for Finland. On the other hand, useful portion size pictures, which were not available during this evaluation in the Finnish picture book, were found in the EPIC-SOFT book, such as potato crisps, salty biscuits, whipped cream, lasagne, tuna, quiche, fried bacon, shrimps, caviar in tube (or similar food), potato salad or meat salad.
The range of photo series (ie smallest to largest portion sizes) was larger in the EPIC-SOFT than in the Finnish picture book. The smallest portions were in general smaller and the largest portions were up to six times larger in the EPIC-SOFT picture book. In 20% of the pictures the size of the central picture (or the average of two central pictures in the case of an even number of pictures) was smaller in the EPIC-SOFT picture book than in the Finnish book. On the other hand, in almost 40% of the comparable food pictures the central image was over 50% larger (and up to 350% larger) in the EPIC-SOFT picture book than in the Finnish version ( Figure  3 ). In general, the EPIC-SOFT picture book had much larger portion sizes than the Finnish one, especially for vegetables. This is mainly because EPIC-SOFT was not developed for a single country, unlike the Finnish picture-book, but to cover both the wide variety and large range of portion sizes consumed all over the 10 countries participating in EPIC. The wide south-north geographical gradient in consumption of vegetables , explains why the range of portions used for estimating these foods is particularly large.
The comparison of the mean reported portions used by the consumers in the EPIC-Sweden and FINDIET 1997 Study shows differences in the mean reported portions sizes (Table 1) . In most cases, when the central serving in the picture book of one country was larger, the mean reported portion size was also larger in the same country (Table 1) . 
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This tendency was, however, not seen in case of tomatoes and grated carrots (Table 1) .
These two neighbouring countries have a reasonably similar food culture (Anonymous, 2001 ; Hakala et al, Figure 3 Using EPIC-SOFT N Slimani and L Valsta was designed to be used as a single tool for all EPIC centres, hence the wider average range of portion sizes. This comparison between the Swedish and Finnish methods did not, however, cover the diet widely enough to draw firm conclusions. In addition, the EPIC-SOFT procedures foresee the possibility of adding further country-specific photos to the common picture-book or using more appropriate available alternative quantification methods (eg standard portions for cakes). However, different validation study designs comparing results obtained from these two set of pictures, or against other reference methods, will make it possible to evaluate the respective validity of the two picture books in estimating individual and group dietary intakes.
Conclusions
This report shows that the EPIC-SOFT programme is already available for use in 11 European countries and could relatively easily be extended to other countries if resources are made available. Additional developments are, however, required to obtain standardized nutrient intake estimates and make the maintenance of the EPIC-SOFT databases independent of EPIC logistics. The need to develop standardized food composition tables is not specific to EPIC-SOFT, and addresses a more general problem of lack of such tools for large nutritional studies. Combining the EPIC-SOFT and food composition table projects to obtain standardized estimates at the food (sub-) group and nutrient level will increase the likelihood of having a completely standardized dietary package perfectly adapted to the current needs of large multi-centre nutritional studies. In addition, telephone interviews, which were successfully experienced in EPICNorway (Brustad et al, 2002) using an adapted version of the EPIC-SOFT programme, may be a promising alternative to face-to-face interviews in order to overcome logistic constraints in performing interviews during weekends or approaching subjects living far from study centres.
The comparison between the Finnish method and EPIC-SOFT-Sweden shows that the EPIC-SOFT version from a country with a reasonably similar food culture (eg neighbouring country) would be a feasible starting point for developing an EPIC-SOFT version for a non-EPIC country. For example, new EPIC-SOFT versions could be developed for Portugal, Belgium, Ireland and Iceland using the EPIC material available for southern countries, The Netherlands, UK and Nordic countries, respectively. Further methodological considerations are, however, needed before versions for East European countries can be envisaged.
If general agreement is found on the usefulness of making EPIC-SOFT available to a large spectrum of users, further practical, methodological and logistic issues on how to carry out such a project in practice will need to be considered. By defining the best cost-effective strategy to adopt in the near future a complete, standardized dietary interview package could be developed for large nutritional surveys in Europe. In addition, a network should be set up to ensure the development of new EPIC-SOFT versions and the maintenance of its concept of standardization and related databases. This paper presented an existing software (EPIC-SOFT) considered by the EFCOSUM group, as a first possible option to collect standardized 24 h diet recall from different European study populations. However, other methodological alternatives have been considered by the group such as other (national) softwares and=or manual dietary interview methods. These alternative approaches, which have not yet been developed in depth by the EFCOSUM working group and which may rely on different concepts than EPIC-SOFT, will be reported elsewhere.
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